1.5 Romanization 

Romanization of Cantonese became necessary practically when 
foreigners started learning the dialect. There are almost as many 
systems of romanization as there are writers on Cantonese. No two 
authors use the same system without modification. So far two major 
types of transcription have been suggested for Cantonese: one type makes 
use of diacritic marks or numerals to indicate the tones, while the 
other incorporates tonal distinctions as part of the segmental 
transcription. The first type seems to be more popular, especially 
the type using diacritic marks to represent tones -- which is found 
in most dictionaries and handbooks compiled by missionaries, as well as 
in native and foreign scholars' works, as exemplified in Meyer $ 
•fempe's dictionary, D. Jones and Woo's reader, Wong's syllabary, etc. 
Among those using Arabic numerals to indicate tones is the official 
romanization system proposed by the Kwangtung Ministry of Education in 
I960. 25 The second type of transcription is essentially the applica- 
tion of the principle of the Guo-yu Luo-ma-zi (g|££$&? ) to Cantonese, 
and is used in Chao's primer as well as by Whitaker. 

In transcribing the initials and finals (see section 2.1 for 
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explanation of the terms) there is also variation in the use of 
diacritic marks. For the aspirated versus unaspirated initial con- 
sonants, some use the diacritic mark for aspiration to distinguish the 
two sets --as found in Eitel, Ball, Jones, etc. — , others use two 
different sets of symbols, such as voiceless versus voiced, for the 
same distinction -- as found in Chao, Wong, the official romanization, 
etc. The dental and the palatal sibilants, which are not distinctive 
in the dialect, have been transcribed with two sets of symbols in the 
missionary tradition but have since been transcribed more often with 
one set of symbols. However, the official romanization keeps the two 
sets separate. 

For transcribing the vowels, especially the ones particular to 
Cantonese -- such as long versus short "a", the vowels [oe] and [y] --, 
diacritics or combinations of vowel letters have been devised. In 
general, the practice is to minimize the number of diacritic marks 
used and to avoid special phonetic symbols, evidently for practical 
purposes. However, Jones § Woo, and Wong favor phonetic symbols, while 
the official romanization seems to have the greatest number of dia- 
critic marks used for vowels, although the vowel letters themselves are 
limited to "a, e, i, o, u". 

Each system has its own merits and defects, each serves certain 
purposes but falls short of others. It is not our purpose here to 
evaluate one against the other; nor is it our immediate concern to 
devise a new system. In our subsequent discussions, we shall limit 
ourselves to the use of a broad phonetic transcription for Cantonese 
throughout. For convenience of comparison, however, we shall list 
below, three major systems of romanization: the official system, Chao's 
system, and Meyer $ Wempe's system, with our phonetic transcription 
on the extreme left column. Jones § Woo, and Wong f s systems are close 
to phonetic notation, and thus will not be listed here. 
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Chao 






Phonetic 


Official 


upper-tone 


lower-tone 


Meyer § Wempe 


P 


b 


P 


b 


P 


P 1 


P 


ph 


bh 


P* 


m 


m 


mh 


m 


m 


f 


f 


f 


V 


f 


t 


d 


t 


d 


t 


t' 


t 


th 


dh 


f 


n 


n 


nh 


n 


n 


1 


1 


lh 


1 


1 


ts/t/ 


z/j 


tz/c 


dz/j 


ts/ch 


ts'/tr 


c/q 


ts/ch 


ds/jh 


ts'/ch' 


s/f 


s/x 


s/sh 


z/z(h) 


s/sh 


k 


g 


k 


g 


k 


k' 


k 


kh 


gh 


k* 


Q 


ng 


ngh 


ng 


ng 


h 


h 


X 


h 


h 


k 

w 


gu 


kw 


gw 


kw 


k f 

w 


ku 


khw 


ghw 


kw' 


a 


w 


u 


w 


i 
w 


i/y 


y 


i 


y 


ii 

y 



Table 3 



Romanized initials of Cantonese 



i Used before finals other than those with the vowel "oo". 
ii Used before finals other than "i, iu, im, in, ip, it, ue, 
uen, uet". 
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Phonetic 


Official 


Chao 


Meyer $ Wempe 


a: 


a 


a 


a 


V 

All 


ai 


aai 


aai 


a:S 


ao 


aau 


aau 


Arm 


am 


aam 


aam 


A:n 


an 


aan 


aan 


a:q 


ang 


aang 


aang 


a: P 


ab 


aap 


aap 


Alt 


ad 


aat 


aat 


A:k 


ag 


aak 


aak 


V 

Bl 


ei 


ai 


ai 


tU 


eu 


au 


au 


Bm 


em 


am 


am/om 


Bn 


en 


an 


an 


BQ 


eng 


ang 


ang 


Bp 


eb 


ap 


ap/op 



Bt 
Bk 

e: 
e:o 
e:k 

V 

ei 

10 
Ik 
i: 
i:« 
i:m 
i:n 
i:p 
i:t 







eak 






ei 






eng 






ek 






i 






iu 






im 






in 






ip 






it 


Table 


4 
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Phonetic 


Official 


Chao 


Meyer § Wempe 


oe: 


§ 


eu 


oeh 


ce:q 


§ng 


eung 


eung 


oe:k 


H 


euk 


euk 


# 


§u 


oi 


ui 


0n 


§n 


on 


un 


fr 


gd 


ot 


ut 


o: 








oh 


o:i 


oi 


oai 


oi 


o:n 


on 


oan 


on 


o:q 


ong 


oang 


ong 


o:t 


od 


oat 


ot 


o:k 


og 


oak 


ok 


off 


a 


ou 





UQ 


ung 


ong 


ung 


uk 


ug 


ok 


uk 


u: 


u 


u 


00 


y 
u:i 


ui 


ui 


ooi 


u:n 


un 


un 


oon 


u:t 


ud 


ut 


oot 


y- 


a 11 


u 


ue 


y:n 


(in 11 


un 


uen 


y:t 


ud 11 


ut 


uet 


Tab 


ie 4 Romanized 


finals 


of Cantonese 



i "z" is used only after the initials M ts, ts', s". 
ii "u, (in, iid" are to be written as "u, un, ud" respec- 
tively when preceded by the initials "y, j, q, x". 
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Phonetic 



53/55 
35 



44 



21/22 
24 

33 

5 
4 
3 



Official 



Chao 



Meyer $ Wempe 



ending -i -* 


-e 




-u -> 


-0 




-ng ■> 


-g 




-m -> 


-mx 




-n -*■ 


-nx 




-^ - 


-X 




ending -i -* 


-y 




-u -* 


-w 




-m -> 


-mm 




-n -*■ 


-nn 




-ng -> 


-q 




-$ - 


-h 




same changes 


as 


for 


35 






same changes 


as 


for 


44 







Table 5 



Romanized tones of Cantonese 



i The Arabic numerals are to be placed on the upper right 
corner of a syllable. 



li 



In Chao's system, Ping-tones and Ru-tones are "unmarked". 
Since the Ru-tone syllables all carry a stop ending, they 
are already distinct from other syllables. In Chao's 
system, the high Yin-Ru (5) and middle Yin-Ru (4) are 
signalled by the length of the vowels: syllable with a 
short vowel carries the high Yin-Ru and that with a long 
vowel carries the middle Yin-Ru. The upper and lower 
series of tones, that is, the series 53/55, 35, 44, 5, 4 
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Phonetic 


Official 1 


Chao 11 


Me: 


53/55 


1 






35 


2 


ending -i •> 


-e 






-u •*■ 


-0 






-ng -> 


-g 






-m ■> 


-mx 






-n -* 


-nx 






-« -» 


-X 


44 


3 


ending -i + 


-y 






-u -> 


-w 






-m -* 


-mm 






-n ■* 


-nn 






-ng + 


-q 






-* + 


-h 


21/22 


4 






24 


5 


same changes 
35 


as for 


33 


6 


same changes 

44 


as for 


5 


1 






4 


3 






3 


6 







Meyer § Wempe 



Table 5 Romanized tones of Cantonese 



i The Arabic numerals are to be placed on the upper right 
corner of a syllable. 

Li In Chao's system, Ping-tones and Ru-tones are "unmarked". 
Since the Ru-tone syllables all carry a stop ending, they 
are already distinct from other syllables. In Chao's 
system, the high Yin-Ru (5) and middle Yin-Ru (4) are 
signalled by the length of the vowels: syllable with a 
short vowel carries the high Yin-Ru and that with a long 
vowel carries the middle Yin-Ru. The upper and lower 
series of tones, that is, the series 53/55, 35, 44, 5, 4 
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versus the series 21/22, 24, 33, 3 are distinguished in 
Chao's system by the initials. 

iii The diacritic marks are to be placed above the last 
vowel letter of the syllable. 
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